
Switching to Digital TV (DTV) 
 
You’ve probably seen the PSAs (public service announcements) letting you know that all full-power television 
broadcasts will be going digital after February 17, 2009.  The FCC and the broadcasters have been using PSAs, 
consumer awareness sessions, and partnering with all types of groups to get the word out. Their goal is to assure 
that all consumers are prepared for the transition.   February 2009 will be here sooner than we think.  Now is the 
time for everyone to get up to speed on what they need to know about the DTV transition.  This information with 
you to help you in that process. 
 
Currently, many over-the-air stations are broadcasting in both analog and digital TV formats.  After February 17, 
2009, full power TV stations will broadcast only in digital (like ABC, CBS, NBC, Fox and PBS).  Today, lots of 
consumers still have analog televisions.  The DTV transition will affect anyone who watches free over-the-air    
television with a rooftop antenna or through “rabbit ears” on an analog TV.  If you fit into this category, and watch 
over-the-air programs on an analog TV using an antenna, you need to do something before February 17, 2009, to 
continue to get TV reception.  After February 17, 2009, analog televisions will continue to work with a converter 
box, even if they are not hooked up to a pay subscription service, such as satellite or cable.  An estimated 33.6  
million people, or about 12%, in the U. S. still receive their TV signals via an antenna. 
 
Why was this change made?  Analog channels are being reallocated for 
public safety purposes (these frequencies will be used for police, fire 
and emergency rescue communications) and provide new commercial 
wireless services, including mobile broadband.  These frequencies are 
being returned to the government. 
 
If you receive only free over-the-air television programming, the type of 
TV you own is very important.  If you already have a digital TV that 
you are viewing using an antenna, it is very likely that you won’t need 
to do anything. 
 
Can I look at my TV and tell if it is analog, digital or both?  This is a 
very important question.  If your TV is more than ten years old, it is 
probably not digital.  Check your owner’s manual.  A lot of digital TVs 
have labels that say one of the following: 
• Integrated Digital Tuner 
• Digital Tuner or Digital Tuner Built-In 
• Digital Receiver 
• DTV 
• ATSC 
• HDTV (High Definition Television) 
If your television has any of those labels, you should probably be okay and not need a digital-to-analog converter 
box.  If your television is labeled as: 
• Analog 
• NTSC 
but is not labeled as having a digital tuner, it likely contains only an analog tuner. 
 
What do I need to do to be ready?  You have three choices: 
 
Connect your analog TV to a digital-to-analog converter box.  Converters generally cost $50-$70 and can be     
purchased at electronic retail stores.  The U. S. Government is offering two $40 coupons per household (for two 
boxes--they cannot be combined to get one box for free).  These coupons are available on a first-come, first-served 
basis while supplies last or until March 31, 2009, by calling 1-888-388-2009 (voice) or 1-877-530-2634 (TTY) or 
visit http://www.dtv2009.gov . 

 
 

Deadline - February 19, 2009 
For more information visit 

www.dtv.gov 

http://www.dtv2009.gov/�


How long do I have to use the coupon?  These coupons are good for 
90 days (then the coupon expires) and are “use-it or lose-it” (you 
cannot get a replacement if you don’t use it).  Never pay for a      
coupon.  They are free from the U. S. government.  It is illegal to sell 
a coupon, but you can give them to a family member or friend.  
Don’t give your social security number or other sensitive financial 
information when you order or redeem you coupon.  Only buy an 
approved converter box.  Ignore any offer for a free converter box, 
especially if it requires you to pay for shipping or a warranty. 
 
If you return a converter box that you purchased using a coupon, you 
can not get the value of the coupon back.  So make sure before you 

leave the store you have a box with the features you want, that you understand the warranty information and the 
store’s return policy and that installation instructions are included.  You should be able to install the converter box 
yourself, but if you decide to have someone else install it, take the normal precautions (like keeping your         
valuables, medications and personal information in a safe place).  You should not need a new antenna if you     
currently get good quality reception on analog channels 2-51.  You will still need to use an antenna to receive DTV 
signals after you get your converter box. 
 
The U. S. Environmental Protection Agency encourages you to look for a converter box with an ENERGY STAR 
label (a list can be found at www.energystar.gov/products selecting converter boxes).  When purchasing a         
converter box, consumers should ask the manufacturer or retailer about how audio streams are accessed,         
availability of video descriptions, and whether the remote control and on-screen menus are accessible to            
individuals with vision disabilities if these features are desired. 

 
OR 
 

Buy a digital television (make sure the TV has a built in digital tuner).  You do not have to 
buy a High Definition TV (HDTV).  You only need a digital television.  You will still 
need to use an antenna (but you do not have to purchase a new DTV antenna or an HDTV 
antenna).   You should check to see if it will receive the digital signals being broadcast in 
your area (by connecting it to a digital TV or to a digital to analog converter box) prior to 
making any changes.  (If you decide to keep an older television on hand, you may want to 
also order a coupon and obtain a converter box.) When purchasing a digital television, 
consumers should ask the manufacturer or retailer about how audio streams are accessed, 
availability of video descriptions, and whether the remote control and on-screen menus are 
accessible to individuals with vision disabilities if these features are desired. 

 
OR 

 
Subscribe to a paid TV service such as satellite or cable TV (you should contact your provider to see if you need 
any equipment—for satellite service, if you are receiving local stations using a roof top antenna or rabbit ears, they 
will tell you if those stations will be available through your satellite dish but it is possible that you need a converter 
box to continue getting these channels for free—for cable, the transition to DTV should not affect any TV set   
connected to cable but you may need a new box or cables if your cable provider switches to digital—this is not 
required by the government and is not a digital to analog converter box eligible for the coupon program).          
Remember you will need a digital-to-analog converter box for any analog TV in your home not connected to your 
paid TV service.  Compare prices and terms, service commitments and customer satisfaction rates before you make 
any such purchase. Consumers should ask about how audio streams are accessed, availability of video descriptions, 
and whether the remote control and on-screen menus are accessible to individuals with vision disabilities if these 
features are desired. 
 
If I have an antenna, will I need a new one?  A special antenna is not needed to receive digital signals.  However, 
you may have antenna issues if your current antenna does not receive UHF signals (channels 14 and above) well 
because most DTV stations are on UHF channels.  In such case, you may need a new antenna or to add a UHF  
section to your existing antenna system (available at electronics retailers). 

Get Coupons for  
Digital-to-Analog Converters 

by calling 1-888-388-2009 (voice)  
or 1-877-530-2634 (TTY)  
or visit www.dtv2009.gov 

http://www.energystar.gov/products�
http://www.dtv2009.gov/�


 
Will I be able to tell if a TV I am purchasing is analog?  Retailers will be required to post notices about TVs that 
won’t work (even those that are being resold).  Be sure you know what you are purchasing.  Some retailers will be 
carrying older analog TV sets.  Look for Digital TV as part of the description (the less expensive models may say 
Standard Definition Digital TV). 
 
Will my VCR, DVD player, camcorder, and gaming console still work?  Yes.  You may need a digital converter 
box for any analog only VCR or DVD recorder.  When buying DVD players and VCRs, consumers should know 
whether the equipment contains a digital tuner, sometimes called a digital receiver. 
 
I get my TV via cable or satellite.  Will there ever be a reason I would want to have an analog TV? An analog TV 
could still be used to view a DVD or VCR or play games and may work fine for subscribers to cable and satellite 
services.   
  
What happens in a power outage?  Some people use battery powered analog televisions during 
power outages that may occur during weather or other emergency situations.    Portable, battery 
powered analog TVs will not be able to receive digital TV programming after February 17, 2009 
unless they have an external antenna or audio/video input that allows them to be connected to a  
digital to analog converter box (and it may be impossible to find a digital to analog converter box 
that operates on batteries so an external power source, like a battery power station or a emergency 
power generator may be needed to function).  Portable AM/FM and shortwave radios are unaffected 
by the DTV transition and will continue to function as normal to provide access to  emergency    
information.  Radios that are designed to tune the audio portion of analog TV broadcasts will not be capable of 
receiving the audio portion of the digital TV broadcasts.  Some consumers may wish to obtain new portable digital 
televisions or radios that can  receive the audio portion of digital television as they become available on the market. 

 
If I don’t want my old TV, what should I do with it?  Recycle it!  Call your local household        
hazardous waste     collection and recycling program to find out how to recycle your TV and other 
electronics.  Donation may also be an option, but because of the switch to digital broadcasting, many 
charities may no longer be accepting analog TVs. 
 

What should I do if I have problems with reception?  The FCC has a Consumer Facts sheet relating to  Antennas 
and Digital Television and another entitled Setting Up Your Digital-to-Analog Converter Box (Basic).  For this 
and other information go to www.dtv.gov or contact the FCC by calling 1-888-CALL-FCC (1-888-225-5322) 
voice or 1-888-TELL-FCC (1-888-835-5322) TYY. 
 
While the majority of consumers in the U.S. can receive the programming after this transition digitally, there are 
three other categories of broadcast TV stations with no statutory deadline to convert to digital.  These are        
“low-power”, “Class A” and “translator” stations.  There are several ways to determine whether the broadcast    
stations you view over-the-air are one of these types.  One is by using the online zip code search tool at           
http://fjallfoss.fcc.gov/eb/zipsrch/. 
 
Class A stations are required to visually or aurally identify their stations with their community of license and call 
sign (that includes the suffix “-CA” for Class A) at sign on, sign off and on an hourly basis.  LPTV stations must 
also regularly identify their station call sign by the suffix “-LP” or, alternatively, five characters beginning with the 
letters K or W followed by two numbers (their operating channel) and two additional letters.  If you purchase a 
digital-to-analog converter box to watch digital broadcasts on an analog TV and also wish to continue watching 
analog LPTV, Class A or TV translator stations, you should purchase a converter box with “analog pass-through” 
capability.  There are certified converter box models with these pass through capabilities that you can find out 
about by visiting https://ntiadtv.gov/cecb list.cfm. (Those with this capability have an asterisk by them on the list. 
If you purchase a digital to analog box without analog pass-through capability, you can use an “A-B switch” and/or 
a “signal splitter” and some extra cable to route the analog signals around the converter box in order to watch   
analog channels.  A set up guide is available at www.fcc.gov/cgb/consumerfacts/converterbox-analog-digital.html. 
 
 

http://www.dtv.gov/�
https://ntiadtv.gov/cecb%20list.cfm�


Sources and Links 
www.fcc.gov/cgd  (check out “The Digital TV Transition What You Need to Know About DTV” and the          
following FCC Consumer Facts sheets: 
• “DTV” Is Coming (And Sooner Than You Think) 
• Setting Up Your Digital-to-Analog Converter Box with a VCR 
• Antennas and Digital Television 
Compatibility of Cable TV and Digital TV Receivers – “Plug-and-Play” 
and the FCC Consumer Advisories: 
• Buying the Right TV:  What Every Consumer Should Know 
• Video Descriptions and the Digital Television Transition 
• Satellite RV (DBS) Subscribers and the DTV Transition 
• Closed Captioning for Digital Television 
• DTV Transition Does Not Require Cable Systems to Switch to Digital 
• DTV Digital Television What Every Consumer Should Know 
The DTV Transition and LPTV/Class A/Translator Stations 
www.dtv.gov 
www.ntiadtv.gov (responsible for the coupon program) 
www.dtv2009.gov 
www.dtvanswers.com 
www.dtvtransition.org 
www.getreadyfordigitaltv.com 
www.earth911.com/electronics (plugging in your zip code may help locate recycling options in your community) 
www.nrc-recycle.org/localresources.aspx 
www.mygreenelectronics.org 
www.nab.org/AM/ASPCode/DTVStations.asp (for a list of TV stations currently broadcasting in digital) 
www.jallfoss.fcc.gov/eb/zipsrch/ (for a zip code search tool of stations that may continue to be analog) 
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